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My fellow delegates, friends, and colleagues, when I assumed the presidency of the New York 

State Bar Association last June, we were roughly three months into the coronavirus pandemic 

that has fundamentally changed the way our Association, our profession – and the world at large 

– operates. 

 

At that time, I had no way of knowing how long this disruption would last. In fact, by June the 

pandemic had already lasted longer than I had imagined it would. I have a vivid memory of that 

day in March 2020 when my law office down on Long Island closed pursuant to the Governor’s 

executive order, and I naively told my colleagues at the firm that we’d be back in the office 

within a week!  I never considered the possibility that one year later, I would hold the distinction 

of being the Association’s first all-virtual president in its 144-year history.  

 

What I did know was that everything I thought my leadership of the Association would entail in 

the months leading up to my presidency would be drastically different. But while uncertainty has 

plagued us all throughout the pandemic, one thing remained certain – NYSBA’s resiliency and 

preparedness for what lay ahead. 
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My term started in unprecedented fashion when I was afforded the unique and unforgettable 

privilege of being installed as president of the Association via Zoom by New York’s 

distinguished Chief Judge Janet DiFiore. That honor was repeated several weeks later when I 

was virtually installed once again, this time by Senior Associate Judge Jenny Rivera during the 

June 2020 meeting of our House of Delegates. 

 

Zoom meetings became the norm at NYSBA. While you have heard me lament on prior 

occasions that nothing replaces the collegiality and camaraderie of an in-person NYSBA event, 

the Association has experienced record setting attendance during the pandemic for its virtual 

House of Delegates meetings and perhaps, even more notably, for our two-week all virtual 

Annual Meeting in late January 2021. I am very pleased to report that the Annual Meeting was a 

tremendous success with over 4,500 attendees, including many first-time attendees. The 

Presidential Summit, which featured Dean Erwin Chemerinsky of UC Berkeley School of Law 

and Dr. Irwin Redlener of Columbia University – known affectionately as the “E(I)rwins” – was 

a thoughtful discussion on the legal and constitutional issues surrounding the COVID-19 crisis. 

Even the virtual piano bar was an entertaining – and amusing – event that helped bring our 

members closer together.  

 

Also, NYSBA continuing legal education programs have not failed to attract members to 

engaging and informative webinars, many of them helping lawyers stay updated on COVID-19 

and its impact on their practices. The Trial Academy, led by Secretary Sherry Levin Wallach, 

was a virtual success, as was the virtual International Estate Planning Institute.  Our sections and 

committees continue their diligent work with our CLE Department to prepare and produce timely 
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programs.  Indeed, on a lighter note, the “The Ten Zoom Lessons Learned from ‘I Am Not A 

Cat’” webinar had over 500 registrants!  

 

It is incredibly positive to see how engaged our membership remains despite the isolation that 

easily can be felt during these uncertain times. Your support helped me persevere during a period 

where not only the presidency of NYSBA – but life in general – was anything but normal. 

 

It has also been wonderful to see such a positive reaction to the Association’s message in the 

public sphere. I have attempted to maintain the Association’s focus on its bedrock principle, 

adherence to the rule of law, particularly in my statements to the media, which have covered a 

broad range of subjects including criticism of unlawful conduct on the part of governments, 

assailing recurring incidents of gun violence, criticizing unwarranted attacks on the members of 

our profession for simply doing their jobs, and weighing in on the horrific January 6, 2021 

Capitol riots. 

 

NYSBA’s message with regard to the pandemic also generated attention from mainstream and 

legal media alike, especially after the great work of NYSBA’s Health Law Section, which 

recommended that New York consider mandating a COVID-19 vaccine once a scientific 

consensus emerged that it was safe, effective and necessary. NYSBA’s recommendations struck 

a balance between government’s responsibility to protect the majority of New Yorkers while 

safeguarding personal freedoms prescribed by the Constitution. A story on the recommendation 

in the New York Law Journal was the publication’s best-read story for months, demonstrating 

how influential NYSBA has become.  
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In response to the pandemic, I appointed three new task forces. The first task force I’m sure you 

are all familiar with by now – the Task Force on Attorney Well-Being – whose work became 

even more important after the pandemic hit given the impact it has had on our mental and 

physical health. But what you might not know is that an in-depth survey conducted by the task 

force will provide the most comprehensive data on lawyer well-being ever gathered in New 

York. I’m looking forward to the task force presenting its report to the House of Delegates this 

year.  

 

Another task force is investigating why a disproportionate number of residents died from 

COVID-19 in nursing homes and long-term care facilities across the state. The task force will 

recommend regulatory and statutory changes to prevent such loss of life from ever happening 

again. And a third task force is examining issues of tort and contractual liability, as well as 

immunity from such liability and related business concerns. 

 

Unrelated to COVID-19 but also vitally important is the work of our Task Force on Racial 

Injustice and Police Reform. Created in the aftermath of the horrific killing of George Floyd 

while in police custody, this task force remains hard at work to understand the issues that 

contribute to police misconduct and to provide recommendations to policymakers, law 

enforcement and the judiciary to end harmful policing practices that disproportionately impact 

persons of color. The trial of former Minneapolis Police Officer Derek Chauvin, which began at 

the end of March and is continuing as we gather here, reminds us of the significance of the task 

force’s work.  
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I am extremely proud of the hard work of all these task forces and am looking forward to the 

coming weeks and months when they release their comprehensive reports and recommendations. 

 

Another major accomplishment that occurred during my tenure was passage of the law NYSBA 

advanced to simplify the power of attorney form in New York. When the law was signed in 

December, it represented the collective work of many years of NYSBA leadership and advocacy, 

including that of many of my predecessors, and I am proud that it became law during my watch.   

 

On March 11, Congress advanced NYSBA’s federal legislative priority, stemming from the 

report of the Task Force on Mass Shootings and Assault Weapons that the House adopted last 

November, calling for background checks for the purchases of firearms. These two bills now 

move to the Senate, where Majority Leader Chuck Schumer has vowed to bring them to the 

Floor for a vote – President Biden remains personally committed to addressing gun violence. 

 

President Biden’s infrastructure plan, which calls for investing dollars to build high-speed 

broadband infrastructure to reach 100 percent coverage in the United States, would likewise 

advance priorities of the Association as vested in the House’s adoption last April of the report of 

the Task Force on Rural Justice and in the adoption last June of a resolution calling for expanded 

broadband across New York State. 

 

I am immensely proud of our member’s commitment to diversity and inclusion.  The Committee 

on Diversity and Inclusions’ 28-day racial equity challenge during February – Black History 

Month – had over 400 participants.  I am likewise proud to report that as of this writing all 
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Sections of the Association have submitted or are finalizing the submission of their own 

Diversity Plans, as required by the Diversity Plan adopted by this very House in January 2020. 

NYSBA also made history at our November House of Delegates meeting when the LGBTQ 

Section was launched. The group was converted from a committee to a section, which gives all 

NYSBA members the opportunity to participate in the section’s work and allocates additional 

resources to expand its initiatives. Established in 2008, the Committee on LGBTQ People and 

the Law has served as a critical voice for members of the LGBTQ community and its allies. It 

was the work of that committee, as a matter of fact, that led me on behalf of NYSBA to sign and 

file an amicus brief in the United States Supreme Court in Fulton v. City of Philadelphia arguing 

that a religious organization with a government contract to provide foster care services cannot 

discriminate against same sex couples who wish to become foster parents.  This case has been 

argued before the Supreme Court and we await a decision.  

 

When I began my term as president, I encouraged all my colleagues – from seasoned lawyers 

and leaders of the bar to newly admitted lawyers – to take on pro bono work in the coming year, 

particularly during this time when there are so many people truly in need of help. You stepped up 

and answered the call. And I’m proud to report that I kept myself true to my word and my 

campaign pledge, and I am now handling a pro bono appeal in the Appellate Division, Fourth 

Department through the NYSBA Pro Bono Appeals Program. 

 

In fact, during Chief Judge DiFiore’s “State of Our Judiciary” address, she said New Yorkers 

“owe a debt of gratitude” for the generous pro bono service provided by thousands of lawyers 

and law firms. She then highlighted the work of NYSBA’s COVID-19 Pro Bono Recovery Task 

Force. The task force – implemented by Immediate Past President Hank Greenberg last year 
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when the pandemic began and continued during my term – has recruited over 1,000 pro bono 

lawyers to assist New Yorkers with various pandemic-related legal problems, including 

Unemployment Insurance Appeals and matters in the Surrogate’s courts to provide free legal 

assistance in probate matters to individuals and families who lost loved ones to COVID-19.   

 

Against the backdrop of this unprecedented pandemic year, NYSBA faces some critical 

milestones in 2021. Chief among them is the fact that our lease at One Elk will expire on 

December 31st. The Association continues to have conversations with The New York Bar 

Foundation, which, as you know, owns One Elk, to explore all options. To date, the only formal 

proposal received from The Foundation was contained in a letter addressed to me from 

Foundation Vice-President Carla Palumbo dated March 11, 2021, wherein The Foundation 

proposed a three-year extension of the current lease at an annual rental of $302,000 per annum 

(representing a rent freeze of the current base rent now in effect) and containing an expression of 

willingness on the part of The Foundation to come to terms regarding a greater contribution to 

the Association concerning The Foundation’s administrative expenses. The other terms of the 

current lease, including the Association’s responsibility for repairs and maintenance of the 

premise, would remain in full force and effect. Thus, The Foundation’s proposal amounted to a 

continuation of the status quo for three additional years. This proposal is contrary to the urgency 

to act now faced by the Association.  

 

We are all deeply and emotionally connected to our current space and have made many positive 

memories there. However, the expiration of the lease presents an opportunity to reassess the Bar 

Center’s space needs within the context of changes wrought by the pandemic – both physical and 
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fiscal. There is also a financial reality to consider: One Elk requires millions of dollars in 

renovations and repairs in order to make it safe and accessible to our members, staff and visitors.    

 

As I have mentioned, NYSBA was able to quickly shift to an almost entirely virtual operation 

not long after the pandemic caused widespread shutdowns last year. Our staff didn’t miss a beat 

and continued to provide services and meet member needs while working remotely. We also had 

success with our online CLE programs, member engagement and our digital communications.   

 

The current rent paid by the Association on One Elk is $302,229 a year. In addition, the 

Association is responsible for maintaining insurance for physical loss, property damage and 

personal injury; all maintenance expenses – both exterior and interior; all taxes; and all utilities. 

In 2020 alone, these costs added up to more than $1.1 million. Over the past decade, NYSBA has 

paid more than $10 million in rent and lease-related costs for One Elk.   

 

With the necessary repairs and renovations One Elk requires, which are not something we can 

overlook or forgo, this figure will be much higher over the next 10 years. Projections show that 

the Association would incur total annual costs of $1.87 million for the coming decade. That is a 

total of over $18 million dollars.  

 

We must face facts. The Association has seen its revenue decline for several years now and has 

only been able to remain within its budget by making significant cuts on the expense side of its 

ledger – both in staff and programs. In 2017, the Association had 125 full-time employees. We 

currently have 89. Programs hit due to the fiscal crisis include two in which I have been involved 

and which are near and dear to me, Law, Youth and Citizenship and the Trial Academy. Over the 
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last 5 years, while we have made difficult cuts to staff, programming, and services for our 

members, the costs of renting and maintaining One Elk and funding business operations have 

increased. 

 

How we choose to invest our members’ dollars over the next several years as the post-pandemic 

economic recovery continues is critical. We have a responsibility to not only safeguard their 

investment in the Association, but also preserve NYSBA’s ability to serve its members and the 

public well into the future.  As we know all too well now, the future is both unpredictable and 

fraught with potential challenges. It is imperative that we make smart decisions that put our 

Association on sound fiscal footing.  

 

As you may know, I have designated a lease negotiation team for the Association, chaired by 

former NYSBA President David Miranda and also including Sandra Rivera and Michael 

McNamara.  The lease negotiation team chair, David Miranda, will update you all on the 

conversations the Association has had with the Foundation and its responses to date. The 

negotiation team has spent months working tirelessly on this issue, and I want to extend my 

deepest and most profound gratitude to them for their efforts.  

 

On a personal note, I have been privileged to serve alongside a group of incredibly talented and 

hard-working officers, including President Elect T. Andrew Brown, Secretary Sherry Levin 

Wallach, who will become president-elect in June, Treasurer Domenick Napoletano and 

Immediate Past President Hank Greenberg.  Each and every one of them has my respect and 

gratitude, and I am confident that their continuing leadership will serve our Association and its 

members well.   



 
 

10 
 

 

I also want to express my gratitude to the Association’s dedicated staff, led by Executive 

Director Pamela McDevitt, for the support and assistance they have provided to me and their 

unwavering service to NYSBA during these unprecedented times. 

 

I also thank and congratulate you, the members of the House of Delegates, for your service on 

this body – the heart and soul of our Association.  I look forward to continuing to serve with you 

as a member of the House in the years to come. 

 

My fellow members, as this is my final report to the House as your President, I can report to you 

without hesitation that my presidency has been one of the most rewarding experiences of my life 

– virtual though it was. Together, we have demonstrated once again how vital the work is that 

the Association does to support our profession and its most sacred ideals, the rule of law and 

democracy itself. I am looking forward to celebrating and continuing that work by your side once 

again when the pandemic subsides. 

 

Thank you.    

 

 

 


